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Definitions 
Students as Partners (SaP): SaP is fundamentally about meaningful relationships 
between students and staff members at a university. It is “a collaborative, reciprocal 
process through which all participants have the opportunity to contribute equally, 
although not necessarily in the same ways, to curricular or pedagogical 
conceptualization, decision-making, implementation, investigation, or analysis” 
(Cook-Sather, Bovill, & Felten, 2014 p. 6-7). Healey, Flint, and Harrington (2014) 
suggest students and staff in partnership can: enhance teaching, learning and 
assessment; design curricula and evaluate pedagogy; engage in subject-based 
research; or participate in the scholarship of teaching and learning. “As an 
institutional culture, partnership values students as participants in knowledge 
construction, as producers of knowledge, within the university learning community, 
which translates into them being active participants in their own learning in the 
classroom and engaged in all aspects of university efforts to enhance education with 
university staff” (Matthews, Cook-Sather, & Healey, in press).  
 
Community of Practice (CoP): A CoP comprises “groups of people who share a 
concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their 
knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (Wenger, 
McDermott, & Snyder, 2002), p. 5). What underpins every CoP is a structure of three 
overlapping elements: domain, community, and practice. The shared domain 
represents the “common ground and a sense of identity” for members (Wenger et al., 
2002, p. 28). Central to community are “interactions and relationships based on 
mutual respect and trust” that are entwined with members feeling a sense of 
belonging in an intellectual learning process (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 28). Through 
shared practice, members exchange “ideas, tools, information, styles, languages, 
stories, and documents” appropriate to academic standards for their specific topic 
(Wenger et al., 2002, p. 28). Shared learning is central to communities of practice 
(CoP), which engender a process for ongoing social learning and professional 
development.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
This report details how a professional learning program (community of practice) to 
support staff and students engaged in partnership on learning and teaching was co-
designed through student-staff partnership. 
Students as Partners (SaP) is about meaningful relationships between students and 
staff that aim to positively transform teaching, learning, and the student/staff 
experience (ITaLI, n.d.; Matthews, 2016). The University of Queensland (UQ) 
Student Strategy 2016-2020 identified SaP as one of the key initiatives to realise 
UQ’s new ambitious vision and is currently funding 11 pilot partnership projects 
across UQ involving 27 students and 26 staff collaborating as partners. Involvement 
in student-staff partnership is not straightforward, and what constitutes SaP is still 
being explored and understood across the university. Supporting those engaging in 
SaP to foster mutual learning is vital to the success of SaP at UQ. Communities of 
Practice (CoP) promote a culture of shared learning that contributes to the 
development of its members’ knowledge and expertise (Wenger, 2001).  
 
The UQ SaP CoP was co-created through student-staff partnership and co-funded 
by the UQ Winter Research Program (UQ Student Employability Centre, 2017) and 
the OLT Fellowship Scheme (Matthews Fellowship, 2015-18). The student (Khouri) 
and staff (Oberhollenzer and Matthews) partnering to co-create the SaP CoP 
involved a range of knowledgeable stakeholders, within and beyond UQ, involved in 
the co-design process through iterative communication cycles to finalise the 
purpose, aims, values, activities, and membership of the UQ SaP CoP. 
 
The UQ Students as Partners (SaP) Community of Practice (CoP) creates space for 
staff and students to explore, share, and improve partnership practices together to 
positively transform teaching, learning, and the student/staff experience. The SaP 
CoP will meet every 6 weeks, is open to all UQ students and staff seeking to 
enhance their SaP practices, and aims are to: 
• Share experiences, advice, and resources about SaP 
• Support each other to undertake and enhance student-staff partnerships 
• Network and foster collaboration between community members 
• Influence SaP policy and practice at UQ 
 
The values of the CoP are: inclusion and diversity; active participation; critically 
constructive and productive conversations; authentic collaboration; and supportive 
and encouraging environment. 
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Co-designing a Community of Practice for 
Students as Partners in Partnership  
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 “Students as Partners is about harnessing student and staff creativity via 
collaborative partnerships” (ITaLI, n.d.).  
 
Students as Partners (SaP) 
According to Cook-Sather et al. (2014), student-staff partnership is a reciprocal and 
collaborative process in which participants have the opportunity to contribute equally 
to a shared teaching and learning activity.  Healey et al. (2014) argue that SaP goes 
beyond the student voice as “students move from commenting on the teaching they 
experience and engaging in decision-making processes to becoming evidence-
based change agents” (p. 46). Thus, SaP is a change in mindset from doing to or 
doing for towards doing with students (ITaLI, n.d.). 
 
The underlying idea is that students are experts who possess irreplaceable expertise 
and perspectives that are comparably valuable to the ones provided by staff (Cook-
Sather et al., 2014; ITaLI, n.d.). SaP also places students not only as trusted adults 
that are responsible for their own learning process but as co-creators and agents of 
change that could shape their current and future realities, including their educational 
context and possibilities (Dunne & Zandstra, 2011; ITaLI, n.d.).  
 
In relation to the benefits, the literature on SaP has widely described the positive 
outcomes that student-staff partnerships could bring for participants. This includes, 
among others, (Cook-Sather et al., 2014; Crawford et al., 2015): 
- Transformed teaching, learning, and classroom experiences. 
- Enhanced motivation and strengthened engagement and learning ownership. 
- Stronger sense of identity. 
- Increased metacognitive awareness. 
- Enhanced employability due to the development of subject-specific and 
generic skills and attributes. 
 
 
SaP at The University of Queensland (UQ) 
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The University of Queensland (UQ) Student Strategy 2016-2020 emerges in the 
context of a globalised world that is characterised by new workplace possibilities and 
highly technological environments (The University of Queensland, 2016). These 
conditions inevitably broaden the possibilities of higher education but also demand a 
transformation of student learning and experience within educational institutions. 
Considering this context, the University has established the vision of creating a 
“transformative student experience that inspires a new generation to ask the 
questions that create change” (The University of Queensland, 2016), p. 9). As stated 
in the strategy, this ambitious vision can only be achieved through strong and 
meaningful learning partnerships between staff and students, and broader 
partnerships between students, staff, alumni, and industry. Therefore, “dynamic 
people and partnerships” has been included as one of the core goals of the 
university’s strategy to guide the student experience (The University of Queensland, 
2016), p. 12). The underlying idea is that these student-staff partnerships not only 
contribute to the engagement of students and staff in the educational endeavour but 
also foster the development of lifelong attributes, qualities, and skills vital for 
membership in the workforce and broader community engagement that creates 
positive and beneficial change for society. 
 
SaP is an important initiative to realise UQ’s ambitious vision. SaP approaches have 
a rich history at UQ (e.g. Peer Assisted Study Sessions or PASS; undergraduate 
research courses and scholarships), although these were not called SaP practices 
until recently. The language of SaP was introduced at UQ through Kelly Matthews’ 
Office for Learning and Teaching (OLT) funded national Fellowship. The Fellowship 
activities aim to foster the establishment of new partnerships and has allow for the 
development of a wide range of projects that help to raise the profile of SaP in higher 
education; gain insight into SaP within and outside UQ; build capacity of students 
and staff to become partners; and foster national and international links between 
SaP academics and practitioners (ITaLI, n.d.). Some of these activities include the 
creation of an Australian Students as Partner Network, a literature review on SaP 
that comprises the analysis of 65 empirical works, the publication of case studies, 
UQ leadership in the 2016 Transforming Practice Programme (TPP), the creation 
and hosting of the Australian Students as Partners Roundtable for two years, among 
others (ITaLI, n.d.) In the past few years, SaP has become an increasingly accepted 
approach to enhancing teaching and learning at UQ and more broadly across 
Australia. 
 
 
 
 
Supporting SaP at UQ: Developing a Community of Practice (CoP) 
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Despite the many benefits of engaging in SaP, involvement in student-staff 
partnership is not easy or straightforward. As an approach that is just emerging in 
Australia, SaP challenges the traditional roles that staff and students have played in 
higher education, which can create unease and tensions as students and staff 
navigate new identities as learners and teachers (Cook-Sather et al., 2014; 
Matthews, 2017). Aspects such as the use of different terminology for SaP, the 
diverse expectations and particular appropriations of SaP by different stakeholders, 
or the need of practical understanding on how staff and students can work together 
as partners (Cook-Sather et al., 2014; Crawford et al., 2015; Healey et al., 2014; 
ITaLI, n.d.; Mercer-Mapstone, Dvorakova, Groenendijk, & Matthews, 2017) are just 
some examples of the challenges that need to be acknowledged and overcome if 
SaP is to be authentically embraced. 
 
Moreover, in a university of more than 51,000 students and 6,700 staff (The 
University of Queensland, 2017), it is not surprising that these partnerships exist in 
‘pockets of practice’ across differing levels and areas of the institution. Currently, no 
overarching structures exist to connect such practices, or practitioners, in a coherent 
way. This is a significant roadblock in the development of a university-wide culture of 
partnership by potentially hindering the ongoing professional learning of SaP 
practitioners and the reach of SaP across the university. In other words, SaP 
practitioners—both students and staff—could be missing the valuable opportunity of 
learning from, and with, each other through a supportive, stimulating and rewarding 
network.  
 
With this in mind, the possibility of creating a Community of Practice (CoP) for SaP 
within UQ emerged. As defined by Wenger (2001), “… a community of practice is a 
group of people who share an interest in a domain of human endeavor and engage 
in a process of collective learning that creates bonds between them” (p. 2339). The 
main purpose of a CoP is to develop its members’ capabilities by building and 
exchanging knowledge (Wenger & Snyder, 2000). Beyond this general purpose, 
these communities are differentiated from other groups based on three crucial 
characteristics (Wenger, 2001):  
- Domain: a shared interest in a specific domain exists. The members should 
have at least a minimum level of knowledge in this domain.  
- Community: members interact and learn together through the engagement in 
activities and discussions that are related to the domain. They also 
collaborate with other members, help each other, and share resources and 
information.  
- Practice: members do not only share their interest; they are also engaged in 
the development of a shared practice and competence within the community.  
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METHODOLOGY 
 
Process of partnership  
The UQ SaP CoP was developed as part of the UQ Winter Research Program. This 
institutional program, led by the Student Employability Centre and supported by 
research units, aims to provide UQ students with opportunities to work alongside UQ 
staff to gain research experience that can, in turn, help students to grow personally 
and professionally (UQ Student Employability Centre, 2017). The program covers a 
wide range of academic areas and is open to undergraduate, honours, and masters 
by coursework students. The program is developed during the winter vacation 
period, has an average duration of four to six weeks, and a weekly commitment of at 
least 20 hours. All the Winter Scholars are granted with AUD $1,000 scholarship as 
a recognition for their contributions to their projects (UQ Student Employability 
Centre, 2017).  
 
For the creation of UQ SaP CoP, the staff and student followed five key phases in 
their partnership: initiation, establishment, development, celebration, and moving 
forward. 
 
 
 
Image 1. Partnership process model 
 
Initiation 
This phase entailed the initial identification of the scope of the partnership, including 
the benefits and outcomes for staff and student. It also included the involvement of 
1. Initiation 
•  Imagining scope of the 
partnership 
2. Establishment 
•  Negotiating partnership terms 
•  Discussing SaP explicitly 
3. Development 
•  Working in partnership 
•  Revisitng expectations 
of partnership  
4. Celebration 
•  Acknowledging 
outcomes 
5. Moving forward 
•  Exploring future 
partnerships 
Reflecting on partnership 
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the staff and student that worked as partners and the initial agreements to develop 
the partnership. 
 
UQ SaP CoP had two staff as partners: Kelly Matthews and Yvonne Oberhollenzer. 
Kelly initiated the project idea, arranged the Winter Scholar project profile via the UQ 
Employability Office, selected the student, invited the staff partner, and set-up the 
communication framework (both online and in-person) for the four-week project. This 
overall coordination was done in consultation with Yvonne who worked together with 
the Fadia on a day-to-day level. Fadia applied and was invited to partner on the 
project based on her interest in SaP and her experience in higher education 
administration.  
 
 
Establishment 
During this phase, the roles and outcomes of the partnership were negotiated 
between staff and student. Motivations and goals for the involvement in the 
partnership were also shared and the general idea of student-staff partnerships were 
discussed. These discussions and negotiations not only allowed staff and student to 
“be on the same page” but also facilitated the development of the desired trust, 
mutual support and genuine commitment. All these agreements guided the following 
phases, although they were dynamic and revisited throughout the project. 
 
An initial meeting with the staff and students was undertaken. In this meeting, the 
staff and student introduced themselves and shared their personal and professional 
motivations to participate in the project. The general idea of SaP was also discussed, 
an aspect that contributed to building a better understanding of how student-staff 
partnerships worked in practice. Then, the staff and student discussed the project in 
more depth and worked together to reframe the initial deliverables of the project, re-
arrange the general timeframe, and agreed on the initial activities in ways that suited 
all partners. They also shared their personal goals, outcomes, and expectations in 
relation to the project and the partnership. After this planning session, there was an 
informal lunch to allow for free ranging conversation to get to know each other on a 
more social level.  
 
 
Development 
This phase included the actual development of the partnership. During this phase, 
the ongoing interaction between staff and student and the informal but honest 
discussions about how they can help each other to achieve the agreed outcomes 
and enhance the partnership helped to strengthen the relationship.  
 
The specific activities that were undertaken for the development of the project will be 
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described in the following section. In relation to the development of the partnership, 
the staff and student agreed to start working together earlier than expected to be 
able to develop the project activities. Therefore, the project was developed during 
two months (May to July 2017) but with fewer hours per week and greater flexibility.  
 
In average, during the first month and a half, weekly face-to-face meetings were 
undertaken and regular online communication was maintained through Basecamp 
(online project management and communication platform) and Google drive. Fadia 
and Yvonne communicated effectively using these tools, which allowed Kelly to 
provide regular, timely input while off campus. In the final two weeks, two to three 
face-to-face meetings per week were undertaken to complete all the agreed 
deliverables. It is worth mentioning that either partner (staff or student) could suggest 
these meetings but they were arranged considering the availability of both.  
 
As a general approach, the partners decided to have planning sessions in which they 
discussed the possible activities and assigned the roles and tasks. After the 
completion of the agreed tasks, staff and student had new meetings in which they 
reviewed the advancements in the deliverables, made suggestions on how to 
improve them, and discussed activities or project outcomes.  
 
 
Celebration 
This phase included the acknowledgement of the achieved outcomes. Although 
reflection was a transverse activity that was developed during all the mentioned 
phases, the celebration phase allowed space to formalise these reflections and 
conclusions.  
 
In this project, staff and students were invited to celebrate their achievements. Fadia 
and Yvonne also reflected on their experience guided by three questions that were 
previously agreed by both: 
- Thinking back to your expectations about the project and how they have (or 
haven’t) changed, what has surprised you about our student-staff partnership? 
- How do you feel decisions about responsibilities between students and staff 
were made on this project? In what ways would you have changed this? 
- What suggestions do you have for enhancing student-staff partnership in future 
projects? 
They wrote their answers and shared these reflections with each other.  
 
 
Moving forward together 
This phase has been included to highlight that the partnership does not have to finish 
with the closing of the project. In contrast, it is expected that further joint projects or 
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opportunities will be developed and that the relationship as colleagues between staff 
and student will continue in the future. 
 
In the present case, a new project was funded to implement and evaluate the 
proposed CoP, which allowed the partnership to continue and involve new partners. 
Ideas of possible spaces in which the reflection and process of partnership could be 
shared were also discussed.  
 
 
As a final remark, it is worth mentioning that all partnerships are unique and they 
usually are not as straight as this model. However, we consider that this partnership 
process model can help to identify key activities and aspects of the process and 
possibly guide future student-staff partnerships. 
 
 
Our process of co-designing the UQ SaP CoP  
The project’s goal was to co-design and develop the UQ SaP CoP guide through a 
SaP process. As agreed during the establishment and development phases of the 
partnership process, this guide includes the purpose, aims, values, activities, 
possible topics of interest, outputs’ indicators, intended outcomes and impacts, 
evaluation, and participation’s recognition. The complete guide can be found on the 
following section. 
 
For the development of the guide, the ideas, expectations, and experiences of 
different participants were included in the data collection process. These participants 
can be classified in three broad categories:  
1) UQ SaP key stakeholders (staff and students who have been actively involved 
in student-staff partnerships);  
2) staff and students that have knowledge on SaP or CoP due to their 
coordination or participation in UQ initiatives; and  
3) external experts in SaP and/or student engagement who have led or are 
leading SaP CoP in their universities.  
 
Data collection methods included brainstorming sessions, interviews, and an online 
enquiry form. The interviews or discussions were not recorded to keep them 
informal; however, notes were taken during these meetings to keep records of 
participants’ ideas and suggestions. It is worth mentioning that during all the data 
collection and analysis, the review of literature on SaP and CoP was conducted. 
Equally, the examination of CoP guidelines or charter documents that were found on 
the internet was also undertaken. 
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After involving Fadia as a co-creator of the project and working together to define the 
outcomes and general activities of the project, the data collection process started. 
The first activity was an online interview with Catherine Bovill, an international expert 
on student engagement who led for more than two years the Active Student 
Participation in Education Network (ASPEN) at the University of Glasgow, Scotland. 
This network served as an initial model for UQ SaP CoP. The interview offered 
insight into key aspects that should be considered in the creation of a SaP CoP. This 
included, for instance, the definition of a clear purpose, scope, and audience, the 
involvement of participants especially students, sessions’ frequency and 
communication, and sustainability. 
 
Based on these general topics, a brainstorming session with key UQ stakeholders 
engaged and active in SaP was organised. These 18 stakeholders included 12 staff 
and six students. Seven staff and three students attended the session and shared 
their ideas. Afterwards, individual meetings with the stakeholders that could not 
participate in the brainstorming were organised. Four additional staff and one 
additional student participated in these individual meetings.  
 
From these discussions, an initial draft of the guide was developed with possible 
challenges identified. The process of consulting with a range of stakeholders 
revealed that students might struggle to see the benefits of participating in a SaP 
CoP as some of the proposed topics for CoP sessions focused on ‘staff issues’. For 
example, the proposed topic of ‘increasing student’s involvement in partnerships’ 
raised questions about ‘what students would get from attending such a session’?  
 
With this in mind, 24 students from the UQ Students as Partners Steering Group, 
who were familiarised with plans for SaP at UQ, were invited to participate in the 
consultation process through face-to-face meetings to better understand what would 
be interesting and useful for them. Ten students participated in these meetings and 
shared their ideas in relation to students’ engagement in SaP CoP, possible CoP 
structure and roles, recruitment strategies, communication tools, and incentives. All 
this new information was used to modify the initial draft of the guide.  
 
An online interview with Amani Bell, Senior Lecturer and leader of SaP CoP at the 
University of Sydney, was also conducted. This interview provided additional 
information in relation to student involvement, sustainability, and sessions’ 
frequency.  
 
Two additional meetings with UQ professional staff who have facilitated CoPs within 
the university [one in organisational change (Human Resources) and another in 
Work Integrated Learning (Student Employability Centre)] were also organised. 
These additional meetings aimed to identify ways to enhance the future success and 
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sustainability of the SaP CoP. Finally, the person who coordinates the Employability 
Award at UQ was also interviewed, not only to include the participation in the SaP 
CoP as an eligible activity of this award but also to further identify activities that could 
be appealing for the students and the skills that they are usually interested in 
developing. Once again, this new data contributed to development of the guide. 
 
The last activity consisted on the design of two online enquiry forms (one for the 
stakeholders and a second one for the other participants) that included key aspects 
of the guide. The purposes of this activity were to confirm that the language that was 
used in the guide was clear, verify that the proposed ideas responded to potential 
members’ expectations and needs, get additional input from the participants, and 
identify the most important aspects for them. In total, 14 respondents answered the 
online enquiry form. This information was used as the last input to write the final 
version of the UQ SaP CoP guide. 
 
We view the aims, values, and approach for our UQ SaP CoP as dynamic. As such, 
we expect them to evolve with the implementation of the CoP.  
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UQ Students as Partners (SaP) Community of Practice (CoP) guide 
 
Purpose 
The UQ SaP CoP creates space for staff and students to explore, share, and 
improve partnership practices together to positively transform teaching, learning and 
the student/staff experience at UQ. 
 
Aims 
1. Share experiences, advice, and resources about SaP. 
2. Support each other to undertake and enhance student-staff partnerships.  
3. Network and foster collaboration between community members.  
4. Influence SaP policy and practice at UQ.  
 
Values 
- Inclusion and diversity 
- Active and fulfilling participation 
- Critically constructive and productive conversations 
- Authentic collaboration among members 
- Supportive and encouraging environment 
 
Activities 
We have face-to-face meetings every 1.5 months. These meetings are scheduled 
during active semester time to better suit students and staff commitments. Each 
meeting lasts 1 - 1.5 hours. These meetings are informal and developed in a safe 
and encouraging environment. During these meetings, CoP members participate in a 
variety of activities that foster exchange, engagement and reflection such as case 
studies, article analysis, and workshops with experts. Online communication will also 
be fostered through a UQ SaP CoP webpage and email.  
 
Topics  
Some of the topics that have been suggested are: 
- Increasing involvement of students and staff in SaP 
- Facilitating genuine dialogue between partners 
- Exploring and showcasing effective SaP practices at UQ and in the literature 
- Sharing resources (e.g. training and induction materials) 
- Discussing where SaP happens (e.g. curricula, extra-curricular) 
Topics will be discussed during sessions. 
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Benefits 
Some of the benefits of participating in this community are: 
- Gain knowledge and skills that contribute to your career development (e.g. 
problem solving, active listening, public speaking presentation skills, ability to 
influence and debate ideas confidently). 
- Network and engage with committed and passionate UQ staff and students. 
- Influence the future of SaP policies and practices within UQ. 
 
Outputs, intended outcomes, and intended impacts 
Output indicators 
- Number of sessions conducted  
- Number of members attending the sessions  
- Number of new people participating in the CoP 
- Average number of sessions attended by members 
- Number of visits to the SaP CoP webpage 
- Number of session notes downloaded from the webpage 
- Number of new student-staff partnerships established through collaborative 
projects 
 
Intended outcomes 
- Experiences, advice, and resources are shared.  
- CoP members are supported to undertake or enhance partnerships. 
- Networking and collaboration are fostered between the members of the CoP. 
- New staff-student partnerships are established. 
 
Intended impacts 
In conjunction with other initiatives at UQ, the SaP CoP will contribute to the 
achievement of the following intended impacts:  
- A common understanding and language of SaP is used within UQ. 
- UQ leaders recognise SaP as a necessary and strategic approach to enhance 
teaching, learning, and student experience at UQ. 
- SaP is embedded in practices within all UQ levels and areas. 
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Evaluation Plan 
The following evaluations will be conducted in the first year of SaP CoP 
implementation: 
Evaluation activities 
Semester 2, 
2017 
Semester 1, 
2018 
Session Session 
1 2 3 1 2 3 
Monitoring Outputs indicators (ongoing)       
Process 
evaluation 
Initial conceptions of SaP (Personal written reflection)       
Selection of questions to guide reflection in session 3       
Reflection, including satisfaction and perceptions about 
support, collaboration and influence (Written and discussion)       
Outcomes 
evaluation Change in conceptions (interviews)       
 
Participation and recognition 
Staff:  
 Contributions and participation could be included by professional staff in their 
Recognition and Development Plan, and by academic staff in their annual 
evaluation.  
 
Students:  
- Students could include their participation in the Employability Award. 
- Students who facilitate one session will receive a reference that includes their 
activities and demonstrated strengths and skills.  
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